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Potassium | odide Factsfor M edical Professionals

Potassium lodide (K1)

Taking potassiumiodide (K1) tablets after an incident invol ving radioactive materials might or might
not limit therisk of damageto aperson’sthyroid gland fromionizing radiation. Thisfact sheetispro-
vided to further explain when K1 might be appropriate and what people should consider before making a
decisiontotakeKI.

When totakeKI

State health officialswill tell people when to takeKI. If anuclear incident occurs, officialswill haveto
find out which radioactive substances are present before recommending that peopletake K1. If radioac-
tiveiodineisnot present, then taking KI will not protect people. If radioactiveiodineis present, then
taking K1 will help protect aperson’sthyroid gland from the radioactiveiodine. Taking K1 will not
protect peoplefrom other radioactive substancesthat might be present along with theradioactiveiodine.

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) recommendsthat K| betaken as soon asthe radioactive
cloud containing iodinefrom the explosion isclose by. KI may still have some protective effect evenif it
istaken 3to 4 hours after exposureto radioactiveiodine. Because the radioactiveiodinewill be present
intheinitial blast and decaysquickly, asingle dose of KI may beall that isrequired. The FDA recom-
mendationson K1 can be reviewed on the Web at http://www.fda.gov/cder/guidance/4825fnl.htm.

Formsof K1 and how much should betaken
KI comesintablets of 130 mg. A one-time dose at the levelsrecommended in thisfact sheet isusually
al that isrequired. However, if aperson expectsto be exposed to radioactiveiodinefor morethan 24
hours, another dose should be taken every 24 hours. People should listen to emergency management
officialsfor recommendations after an incident. Accordingto the FDA,
e Adultsshould take one 130-mg tablet.
e Children between 3 and 18 years of age should take one-half of a 130-mg tablet (65 mg).
e Children between 1 month and 3 years of age should take one-fourth of a130-mg tablet (32
mg).
e Infantsfrom birthto 1 month of age should be given one-eighth of a 130-mg tablet (16 mg).
e Women who are breastfeeding should take the adult dose, and their infants should receivethe
recommended infant dose.
e Children who are approaching adult size (greater than or equal to 150 pounds) should takethe
adult doseregardlessof their age.
Kl tabletscan be stored for at least 5 yearswithout |osing their potency.



People should remember that taking a higher dose of K1, or taking KI more often than recom-
mended, will not offer more protection and can cause severeillnessand death dueto allergic
reaction.

How anuclear incident might causethyroid damage

Sometypes of radioactiveincidentsrelease radioactiveiodine. Thethyroid gland, which will use any
iodinethat isin aperson’s bloodstream, cannot tell the difference between radioactive and non-radioac-
tiveformsof iodine. Because of this, thethyroid would rapidly absorb radioactiveiodinejust asit does
iodinefrom aperson’sdiet. Theradioactiveiodinereleases energy (radiation) that, in high concentra-
tions, can damagethe cells of the thyroid gland. In some people, especially young children, thisdamage
can causethyroid cancer or other diseases of thethyroid within afew years of the exposure.

What Kl is

Kl isasat of iodine. Itisone of severa ingredientsthat can be added to table salt to makeit iodized. Kl
has a so been approved by the FDA asanonprescription drug for useasa“blocking agent” to prevent
the human thyroid gland from absorbing radioactiveiodine. However, KI might not provide peoplewith
100 percent protection against all radioactiveiodine. Itseffectivenesswill depend on avariety of factors,
including when aperson takesit, how muchiodineisalready inthe person’sthyroid, how fast the
person’sbody processesit, and the amount of radioactiveiodinethe personisexposedto. lodized table
salt will not provide enough iodineto protect the thyroid and should not be used as a substitute.

Why K1 would beimportant in the event of anuclear incident

Becausethethyroid will rapidly absorb any iodinethat isin the body, people might need to take Kl
tablets soon after anincident that involvesradioactiveiodine. The K1 will saturate the thyroid gland
withiodineand help prevent it from absorbing radioactiveiodine. However, KI doesnot prevent the
effects of other radioactive elements. Using K1 will only protect the thyroid gland from radioactive
iodine. It will not protect other parts of the body from radioactiveiodine, and it will not protect aperson
from other radioactive materialsthat might bereleased.

Who should or should not take K1 when the publicistold to do so?

Children arethe most susceptibleto the dangerous effects of radioactiveiodine. The FDA and the
World Health Organi zation (WHO) recommend that children from newborn to 18 years of ageal take
Kl unlessthey have aknown alergy toiodine.

Women who ar e breastfeeding should also take K1, according to the FDA and WHO, to protect both
themselvesand their breast milk. However, breastfeeding infants should still be given the recommended
dosage of K1 to protect them from any radioactiveiodinethat they may breathein or drink in breast
milk.

Young adults between the ages of 18 and 40 have asmaller chance of devel oping thyroid cancer or
thyroid disease from exposureto radioactiveiodine than do children. However, the FDA and WHO still
recommend that peopl e ages 18 to 40 take the recommended dose of K1. Thisincludes pregnant and
breastfeeding women, who should take the same dose as other young adults.



Adultsover the age of 40 have the smallest chance of developing thyroid cancer or thyroid disease
after an exposureto radioactiveiodine, but they have agreater chance of having an alergicreactionto
thehigh dose of iodinein K. Because of this, they arenot recommended totake K| unlessavery
large dose of radioactiveiodineisexpected. People should listen to emergency management officialsfor
recommendations after anincident.

Medical conditionsthat makeit dangeroustotakeKI

The high concentration of iodinein K1 can be harmful to some people. People should not take K1 if they:
e haveever had thyroid disease (such ashyperthyroidism, thyroid nodul es, or goiter).
e know they areallergictoiodine (asinx-ray dyeor shellfish).
e havecertain skindisorders(such asdermatitis herpetiformisor urticariavasculitis).

People should consult their doctor if they are unsure whether or not to take K1.

Factsabout thethyroid gland

Thethyroidisasmall gland located in aperson’s neck on either side of the breathing tube (trachea). The
thyroid hastwo parts—aright lobe and aleft |obe—that are connected by asmall strip of tissue called
theisthmus. The main function of thethyroid gland isto create, store and rel ease thyroid hormones.
These hormonesregulate the body’s metabolism.

Why iodineisimportant tothethyroid gland

Thethyroid gland takesiodine from the bloodstream and usesit to make thyroid hormones. Without the
required amountsof iodine, thethyroid will not be ableto make these hormones. Most of theiodinein
peopl € sbodies comesfrom thefood they eat.
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